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Abstract 
In the boundaries of the European Union, education has a social dimension especially in an environment where skills and 
competences are acquired and refined through higher education. The paper aims to review the major challenges facing the sector 
of higher education at European Union level and to examine and summarize the key national responses/measures foreseen to 
address common national bottlenecks with respect to tertiary education: access, retention, and employability of students. The 
findings attempt to fill the knowing gap by systematically analyze the country statistical data and the key initiatives in developing 
human capital that help to transform the current higher education capacity towards more knowledge-based and innovative 
structure.  
© 2016 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of the “Petru Maior” University of Tirgu-Mures, Faculty of Engineering. 
Keywords: Quality assurance; innovation in higher education; sustainable development of education. 
1. Introduction 
The future challenges of European society such as the ageing of society, the knowledge-based growth and jobs 
have determined decisional factors to share a common sense of urgency in overcoming these, by taking the whole 
responsibility for education and training.  
The ten-year growth strategy for Europe, Europe 2020, along with the strategic framework for education and 
training ET2020 have established ambitious targets which can contribute to the EU’s human capital by creating high 
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levels of employment and social progress, as follows: the share of 30–34 year olds with tertiary educational 
attainment should be at least 40 %, and an average of at least 15 % of adults aged 25 to 64 should participate in 
lifelong learning. These benchmarks have been translated into national targets in order to reflect the situation and 
offer the possibility of each Member State to contribute to the common goal [1]. 
Although, all levels of education are extremely important for building human capital, the research is focused only 
on the tertiary level to investigate the threats hindering the social dimension of higher education related to access, 
retention, and employability of young educated people. Also, the study aims to analyze key national measures which 
underpin the actions needed to overcome the structural issues related to higher education. 
The research boundary is limited to reviewing the official documents of European Commission related to higher 
education, and also to deciphering different national measures to increase attainment levels, the quality and 
relevance of higher education. 
2. Theoretical background 
During the last decades, the world of higher education has been encountered major pressures for fundamental 
change of the system. The massification of higher education and the dependence of higher education institution′s 
prestige on the particular circumstances in which it geographically operates have determined decision-makers to 
react in a highly innovative manner. As scholar suggested, there has been a market increase in trans-national 
cooperation between universities, followed by establishing overseas campuses, and most important the increase of 
the MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) which significantly change the traditional way of teaching [2]. 
As far Europe, the core transformation process of higher education system has been launched in 1999 with the 
Bologna Process, as a proactive attempt of harmonizing different education systems based on creation the European 
Higher Education Area (EHEA). The results were found in new concepts, policies and practices in higher education 
which enable a more comparable, compatible and coherent education systems across Europe [3]. 
By signing the Bologna Declaration, the national higher education system has been involved in a series of 
fundamental reforms aimed at creating new structures, regulation and guidelines which shed to light core 
educational concepts such as social dimension, lifelong learning, internationalization of education, mobility of 
students and staff, recognition of prior learning, and quality assurance.  
Within Europe, the key tool that helps policy-makers and academics to harmonize different education structures 
is referred as the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS). The use of ECTS in designing, 
describing, and delivering education programs at all levels, allows for the transfer of learning experiences between 
different higher education institutions and facilitates the transparent recognition of qualification.  
Interesting to note, a study undertook on Romanian higher education institutions has pinpointed the lack of a 
thorough implementation of the ECTS or of the learning outcomes concepts and the lack of available data regarding 
the correlation of ECTS with students workloads or learning outcomes. In addition, the authors paid attention to the 
absence of national studies which to confirm the efficiency and comparability of ECTS in Romanian higher 
education institutions [4]. 
However, looking at Romanian progress toward the Bologna agenda and the internationalization of education, the 
researchers highlighted the significant transformation of the country into a full EU member state with a higher 
education system that encompasses more than a half of million students. Starting with the adoption of the Law on 
National Education (Law 1/2011) which promote more effective governance, transparency and a more diversified 
university financing, and finishing with an active involvement in well-known European Organizations such as  
European University Association, European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education, European 
Register for Quality Assurance in Higher Education, the representatives of national higher education system have 
been struggling to reduce the resistance to change and to enhance the exchange of best practices [5]. 
Another interesting effect of the increasingly trans-national cooperation between higher education institutions is 
related to the tendency of mergers and alliances in higher education.  The scientific literature embraces a plenty of 
academic debates regarding the benefits and risks brought by mergers and alliances in higher education. However, 
there is a smooth delimitation between the two concepts. Through an alliance, the parties retain their separate 
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identities and agree on working together based on a formal agreement that sets out the scope, the objectives and 
means of implementations, whereas in the case of merger, the parties create a single legal entity which may retain 
the name and the legal status of one of them [6]. 
The past years have brought to light new types of emerged higher education institutions as a reaction of the 
demographic decline and the increased competition on attracting students. A survey of the 34 national associations 
of universities from European University Association (EUA) 2012 has revealed the key benefits of mergers in 
higher education: economies of scale, improved regional and international impact, increased quality through 
rationalization and consolidation, and also synergies in education and research [7]. 
In Romanian context, the mergers tendency plays a significant role towards strengthening the regional networks 
of higher education institutions in an attempt to overcome the weaknesses of high fragmentation in tertiary 
education. The single merger case of the Nord University of Baia Mare (NUBM) and the Technical University of 
Cluj-Napoca (TUC-N) in which the faculties of NUBM have retained their identity but have assimilated the 
management structure of the TUC-N is worthy of close attention since it creates the premises for future 
administrative restructuring and decentralization measures. By concentrating the human and technical resources, the 
new legal entity may capitalize on its set of capabilities and expertise in a coherent whole aimed at improving the 
education and scientific performance at national and international level [8]. 
Undoubtedly, the merger of higher education institutions is a highly complex process encompassing a lot of 
uncertainty about the future, and it is quite difficult to evaluate the outcomes of merger decisions under a short to 
medium term since the consequences of the education process are visible some decades later. 
Being the most durable forms of organizations in which adoption of changes and labor market reactions are 
slowly running, the higher education institutions have to cope successfully with the increased competition on 
attracting and retaining students in a frame set out by the demographic decline of the school population coupled with 
a highly competition on educational and research performance. Therefore, the paper aims to explore the national 
weaknesses related to access, retention and employability of students, and to summarize the key national measures 
envisaged for Romania as key factor towards unlocking and developing the human capital, at European level.  
3. Research approach 
In order to fulfill the research aim, the authors have considered the following methodology: i) to perform an 
exploratory research on relevant challenges for modernizing the Romanian higher education, in the context of 
European Union. The paper draws on data from official steering documents collected through Eurydice Network 
containing detailed information on national reforms, being regularly updated by the Eurydice  National Units 
http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/eurypedia_en.php), and official reports and documents from European 
Commission (http://eur-lex.europa.eu/oj/direct-access.html); ii) to qualitatively assess the gap between European 
Union level and national circumstances related to the progress towards increasing attainments levels, and improving 
the quality and relevance of higher education.     
According to ″Country report Romania 2015. Including an In-depth review on the prevention and correction of 
macroeconomic imbalances″, Romania is required to assume an active and coherent role in overcoming barriers 
arisen from having the lowest rate of expenditure in education, 3% of GDP (percentage of Gross Domestic 
Expenditure) in 2012.  As European Semester argued, the impact is seen in the quality of education with respect to 
early school leaving rate above the EU average (17 % against 12 % in 2013), early childhood education rate (86% in 
2012, below the EU-28 average of 94%), and tertiary attainment rate being the second lowest in the EU (23 % in 
2013) well below the average of 37 %, although it has consistently increased over 2010-2013 [9]. 
In addition, the Eurydice report ″Education and Training in Europe 2020: Responses from the EU Member 
States″ pointed that Romania has the lowest participation rate of people aged 30 to 34 having achieved tertiary-level 
education (21.8%) along with Italy (21.7%), average level at EU country being at 35.7% for 2012 year. At the 
opposite, there are countries with highest participation rate such as Ireland (51.1%), Cyprus (49.9%), and also 
Lithuania (48.7%) [10]. The situation may be explained by migration, a limited support of disadvantages groups to 
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access tertiary education and also for post entry stage, and a slow process of modernization of education and 
teaching practices according to labor market requirements.  
Under these circumstances, in 2013, the European Council conclusion on the social dimension of higher 
education has invited Member States to define and adopt national objectives to increase access, participation and 
completion rates in higher education, to progress towards the Bologna goals in a way that reflect the diversity of 
Member States population [11].  
The social dimension of higher education mainstreams a set of directions such as the cooperation between all 
education providers and other relevant stakeholders; the development of lifelong learning opportunities, guidance on 
appropriate course choice, peer mentoring, counselling and support services; the enhancement of flexible and 
transparent progression routes into higher education, facilitated by national qualifications frameworks linked to 
European Qualifications Frameworks; and the diversification of delivering learning content based on student-
centered approaches in teaching and learning, developing credit-based traineeships, modularizing programs and 
offering distance-learning with the aid of ICT [11]. 
Considering the key issues covered by official documents, the authors have highlighted three strategic stages 
related to the educational process at tertiary level - before, during, and after higher education – and have 
mainstreamed the envisaged targets and data excerpted from documents related to monitoring the national progress. 
In this regard, table 1 designates an overall picture of the progress in attaining the EU 2020 key indicators and 
benchmark related to Romanian higher education sector, taking into consideration the measurements of the national 
performance indicators and the appropriate set of initiatives and measures envisaged by official document from 
European Commission [12, 13]. 
     Table 1. The synoptic view of higher education challengers and related  performance  progress, [12, 13].  
Stage  Expected outputs and  
Europe 2020 targets 
European  initiatives and 
measures 
National 
performance 
indicators  
Trend  
Before 
Higher 
Education 
Improved access in Higher Education: 
1 Early leavers form education and training:    
10% (EU target) and 11.3% (National 
target)  
Financial support for under-
represented and disadvantages 
groups; 
Student support system: tuition 
fee and financial support 
 
17.3% (2013)  
and  
18.4% (2010) 
Descendent  
During 
Higher 
Education 
Improved  retention in Higher Education: 
2 Tertiary educational attainment: 
40% (EU target) and 26.7% (National 
target) 
Expended  guidance and 
counselling in course selection; 
Flexible learning  paths; 
 
22.8% (2013)  
and  
18.1% (2010) 
 
Ascendant  
 
 
 
Ascendant  3 Learning mobility in Higher Education: 
Not defined targets  
Increased  learning  mobility for 
outbound  and  inbound  
students 
2.4% (2013)  
and  
1.3% (2010) 
After 
Higher 
Education 
Improved employability: 
4 Employment rates of recent graduates: 
82% (EU target)  
 
Closer link between Higher 
Education and business; 
Better support for transition to 
labor market; 
 
ISCED 5-6: 
76.2% (2013)  
and  
81.9% (2010) 
Descendent  
 
 
 
 
Ascendant   
 
5 Adult participation in lifelong learning: 
15% (EU target) 
Offering new distances learning 
programs; 
Offering  modular  adult 
education programs 
2.0% (2013)  
and  
1.3% (2010) 
 
1125 Elena Fleacă et al. /  Procedia Technology  22 ( 2016 )  1121 – 1128 
 
Looking at the data revealed by the Eurydice Network, Romania has established a national target of decreasing 
the early school leaving rate to 11.3% by 2020. In this view, the key measures undertaken to overcome the problems 
are linked to European funds, and also are currently being developed as part of the national comprehensive strategy. 
During the past years, education and career guidance have been explicitly considered as prevention, intervention and 
compensation measures to tackle the early leaving issue [14].  
The prevention phase has been approached by a set of compensation measures through second chance programs 
targeting those who were more than four years older than the regular age for a specific school year. The intervention 
phase has been encompassed programs for low achievers and also educational contracts aim at optimizing the 
education process by engaging students and parents in students’ education. Finally, the compensation phase has 
been consisted of financial support for low income family through the provision of school supplies.  
Overall, the performance measurements data from 2010 to 2013 years revealed that national measures have 
determined the correct direction of trend for each performance indicators with the exception of the employment rates 
of recent graduates which have encountered a decreasing value from 81.9% to 76.2% for ISCED level 5-6. This 
could be explain by a poor relevance of higher education for the labor market requirements, and also the under-
develop character of the business market segment since the job vacancy rate in the first three quarters of 2014 was to 
0.9% below the EU average of 1.6% [9].  In the medium term, the lack of job opportunities could be turned into a 
structural problem for Romania due to it contributes to migration of both qualified and unqualified people. 
4. Results and discussions 
Analyzing and summarizing the key national measures that would increase the attainment level, the quality and 
relevance of higher education require taking into consideration the foreseen national measures during the next 
programming period 2014-2020. The Operational Program for Human Capital as the legal framework that will 
facilitate new developments and corresponding outcomes in higher education will offer grants for adopting 
adequately pull of projects supported by European funds.  
The Operational Program for Human Capital encapsulate a set of adequately national strategies which contribute 
to the European Union strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth and the achievement of economic, social 
and territorial cohesion. In addition, it defines the investment priorities, thematic objectives and required actions 
related to human capital with the aim to fulfill the strategic objective of the 2014-2020 Partnership Agreement with 
respect to the economic and social cohesion between European Member States, and also to continue the results of 
the previous period 2007-2013 [15]. 
In order to address the needs described in Romania country report related to labor market, social issues and 
education, and to cope successfully with the challenges clearly defined in the relevant country-specific 
recommendation (CSR 5) as  accelerating the reform in education system including the evaluation of the impact, and 
improving the labor market relevance of higher education and facilitating the access of disadvantaged groups to 
education, the  decisional-factors have selected the appropriate thematic objective for education concern  [9, 16].  
In this regard, table 2 captures the key national endeavors related to higher education embedded in the tenth 
thematic objective ″investing in education, training and vocational training for skills and lifelong learning″ and 
corresponding investment priorities. Also, it is highlighted the corresponding strategic frameworks foreseen to 
address the ex-ante conditionalities which are available on the official site of Minister of Education and Scientific 
Research [15]. 
As regard higher education, the relevant investment priorities as 10ii, 10iii, and 10iv are required for a thoroughly 
implementation of the Operational Program for Human Capital in compliance with a set of ex-ante conditionalities 
which represent preconditions that all Member states have to fulfill, being linked to the effective and efficient use of 
EU funds.  
The first stage – before higher education – is a precondition for a successful implementation of the next stage 
since the participation in higher education in a large extend depends on participation in earlier stages of education. 
In this view, the strategic policy framework to reduce early school leaving defined a mixed of four pillars and six 
thematic programs targeting to reduce the early drop- out rates  from 17.3% in 2013 to 11.3% in 2020. The strategy 
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envisages a wide range of prevention, intervention and compensation measures that target in particular vulnerable 
groups such as people of 11-17 years, low income families, and other disadvantaged and under-represented peoples 
[17]. 
For the second stage, during higher education, the investment priority related to improving the access to, 
participation of, and attainment is addressed by the strategic policy framework for increasing tertiary education 
attainment, quality and efficiency that encapsulates a mix of three pillars as referred as widening participation in 
tertiary education, highly quality programs, and commitment to economy, framed by relevant three support 
conditions such as the funding model, governance and responsibility of the system, and elaborating the evidence 
based policies [18]. 
     Table 2. Thematic objective: Investing in education, training and vocational training for skills and lifelong learning, [15]   
Stage  Investment priority National strategic policy framework 
Before Higher 
Education 
10i  
Educing and preventing  early school leaving and promoting equal access to 
good quality early childhood, primary and secondary education including 
formal, non-formal and informal learning pathways for reintegrating into 
education and training 
Strategic policy framework to reduce 
early school leaving  
www.edu.ro/index.php/articles/22311   
During Higher 
Education 
10ii  
Improving the quality and efficiency of, and access to, tertiary and 
equivalent education with a view to increasing participation and attainment 
levels, especially for disadvantaged groups 
Strategic policy framework for 
increasing tertiary education 
attainment, quality and efficiency  
www.edu.ro/index.php/articles/22312   
10iii  
Enhancing equal access to lifelong learning for all age groups in formal, 
non-formal and informal settings, upgrading the knowledge, skills and 
competences of the workforce, and promoting flexible learning pathways 
including career guidance and validation of acquired competences 
 
Strategic policy framework for 
lifelong learning 
www.edu.ro/index.php/articles/22313   
After Higher 
Education 
10iv  
Improving the labor market relevance of education and training systems, 
facilitating the transition from education to work, and strengthening 
vocational education and training systems and their quality, including 
mechanisms for skills anticipation, adaptation of curricula and the 
establishments and development of work based learning systems 
Strategic policy framework for 
increasing the quality and efficiency 
of VET systems 
www.edu.ro/index.php/articles/22723   
 
The first pillar, targeting to increase the attainment level in tertiary education, encompasses specific actions for a 
predefined number of 728,027 beneficiaries as follows: facilitating the progress of students through all educational 
levels starting from secondary to tertiary and continuing with lifelong learning, removing the obstacles hindering the 
progress toward achieving educational objectives, developing human capital based on improving the participation 
rate, and also guiding students in adopting adequate course decisions. The assigned financial resources for these pull 
of action, estimated at 1,120 bn. €, have been computed considering the most likely scenario [18]. 
The second pillar, aiming at improving the quality of higher education programs, defines a set of actions for 
188,650 potential beneficiaries as regard: equipping the recent graduates with core transversal competences, 
adjusting the curricula to the technological advance, promoting teaching profession itself across all sectors of 
education, and diversifying the educational offer according to labor market and students requirements. Based on the 
most likely scenario, the strategic framework assigned an estimated costs of 57.63 bn. € for these type of actions 
[18]. 
Looking at the next investment priority related to enhancing the access to lifelong learning for all age groups, it 
is important to note that the strategic policy framework for lifelong learning is coping with the barriers arisen from 
being the lowest performing country in European Union with 2% rate of adult participation in lifelong learning 
activities far below the EU average of 10.5% in 2013. However, the strategy developed with the support of the 
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World Bank has defined the beneficiaries as referred as early school leavers, qualified graduates who are no more 
relevant on the labor market and low-skills adult over 40 years, together with the methodology for the organization 
and operation of community lifelong learning centers [19]. 
In overall terms, the national strategic policy frameworks address the ex-ante conditionalities in the field of 
higher education, imposed by the European Commission in the attempt to program the next period of financing 
2014-2020. Thereby, these demonstrate the progress in achieving the Bologna goal and create the premises required 
for a proper implementation of furthers rules, regulations, guidelines, and methodologies which support the 
modernization process of the Romanian education system.   
For these reasons, the paper attempted to gather, analyze, and summarize the strategic policy initiatives in 
education responsible for ensuring increased opportunities for future participation on a modern, flexible and 
inclusive labor market. Consequently, the contribution of the authors to the knowledge progress consists of in-depth 
scanning of the country –specific data performance progress towards EU 2020 education targets and objectives in 
appropriately correlation with influencing factors and key measures to overcome corresponding bottlenecks. By 
reviewing the strategic policy frameworks related to smart growth based on education, training and lifelong 
learning, the authors depicted the whole education value chain from inputs to higher education to outputs elements: 
enhanced employability and increased competitiveness. 
4. Conclusions  
The Europe economic drive for sustainable growth through innovation and research is increasingly dependent on 
its capacity to develop the skills of all citizens. The higher education plays a crucial role in equipping people with 
high level skills and competences by struggling to secure wider access to, participation in and completion of higher 
education. The EU agenda for the modernization of higher education relies on the capacity of each Member State to 
adopt, implement and monitor a coherent set of measures of investment in human capital for tackling unemployment 
and preparing for economic recovery. 
Although, there is a growing interest in designing a smart, sustainable and inclusive European dimension, the 
challenges are still remaining for academics and educators, since they have to facilitate the innovation at the 
interface of higher education and business. By improving the quality of education and promoting innovation and 
knowledge transfer, in close correlation with Europa 2020 strategy, the employability levels will be improved, 
reducing poverty and discrepancies between European countries. 
The major consequences of the paper consist of raising awareness and better understanding the challenges and 
threats faced by Romanian higher education in stepping up its potential of professional development of students and 
graduates. 
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